Abstract. The value of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) courses lies in the fact that it is in essence a practical educational activity addressing certain specific needs. This paper carries out a descriptive case study of an ESP course "Electric Power English" offered in Northeast Electric Power University, which deals with the aspects of curriculum design and teaching practice. This paper reports the development of a curriculum comprised of English for General Purposes (EGP) courses, bridging EGP courses and ESP courses, and aims at giving some inspiration for the solution of common problems in ESP teaching practice.
Introduction
College English, the course offered for non-English majors, is the compulsory course for vast number of students in tertiary education of China. The scale and participants of College English is incomparable in colleges and universities, the quality of which, on the contrary, is far from satisfactory. Consequently, the reform on College English have to be carried out to meet the increasingly demanding needs of students in colleges and universities.
With the developments of international communication and economic globalization, a large number of competitive inter-disciplinary talents, with high-proficient knowledge in both English and professional skills, are needed in various professional fields to deal with corresponding working issues.
Against the background mentioned above, researchers in language teaching field are keen to discuss in what ways colleges and universities should carry out reforms to tackle the problem. The purpose of this study is to explore the ways by which College English could be taught more effectively and proficiently in China's science and engineering university to provide the society with language competent graduates working in different sectors. The author believes, ESP courses, tailored to the essential needs of both the students and professional fields, could be adopted to address the issue. This paper describes a case study of an ESP course "Electric Power English" offered in Northeast Electric Power University in 2017, concerning the aspects of curriculum design and teaching practice.
(1) The rise of English as an international language of commerce, science and technology and the subsequent world demand for an instrumental knowledge of the language; (2) The development of the field of sociolinguistics with its emphasis on language variation and communication; (3) Recent developments in educational psychology in which the needs and interests of the learner are paramount. These three developments …seemed to point towards the need for increased specialization in language learning." ESP, thus as Hutchinson and Waters (1987) defines it, "must be seen as an approach not as a product. ESP is not a particular kind of language or methodology, not does it consist of a particular type of teaching material. Understood properly, it is an approach to language teaching which aims to meet the needs of particular learners. ...ESP then is an approach to language teaching in which all decisions as to content and method are based on the learner's reason for learning." From their perspectives, content in ESP teaching system refers to language teaching materials and method refer to methods and ways related to language teaching. ESP teaching system consists of learners, teaching materials and methodology, among which, learners are the top priority. The option of teaching materials and methodology should take learners into consideration, that is, to select the proper teaching materials and methods to cater for the needs of learners. ESP, according to Hutchinson and Waters, is learners-centered language teaching approach and system.
Strevens proposes (1988:42) "ESP is a division of English Language Teaching, the only other member of which is English for General Purpose (EGP)." He argues ESP, a subdivision of ELT, is not English for General Purpose (EGP), but specialized English for certain needs. The teaching methods and learning environment of the two are, to a large extent, different from each other. The two objectives of ESP are occupational and educational. English proficiency will be examined at the stages of pre-, inter-, and post-of the occupational or educational status of learners.
Robinson's (1991) definition of ESP is that "It is an enterprise involving education, training and practice, and drawing upon three major realms of knowledge: language, pedagogy and the students'/participants' specialist area of interest." She defines ESP, from a much broader sense, not only as theory, but more, practice in education. ESP practice should not be confined to language teaching and learning, but "the students'/participants' specialist area of interest". Her definition provides guidelines for ESP practitioners for course design and implementation. It is normally goal directed.
Johns and Dudley-Evans (1998) defines ESP as "The careful research and design of pedagogical materials and activities for an identifiable group of adult learners within a specific learning context whose principal distinguishing characteristics are needs assessment and discourse analysis." Learning context, according to Johns and Dudley-Evans, is the background of ESP teaching, and need analysis is the key characteristics of ESP. Their definition is from the perspective of curriculum and teaching practice, the core of which lies in teaching and context.
Characteristics of ESP
As for the characteristics of ESP courses, Carter (1983:133) states that there are three concerning ESP courses: (1) authentic materials, for "the learners are studying because they have actual or simulated purposes related to the real world"; (2) a purpose-related orientation, and (3) self-direction. By self-direction it implies that learners shall have their discretion to decide what they will study and how. "...The point of including self-direction... is that ESP is concerned with turning learners into users" (1983:134). Strevens (1988) noted that "ESP has four absolute characteristics: it is designed to meet specified needs of the learner; it is related in content (that is in its themes and topics) to particular disciplines, occupations and activities; it is centered on language appropriate to those activities in syntax, lexis, discourse, semantics and so on, and analysis of the discourse; it is in contrast with EGP."
Johns and Dudley-Evans (1998) claims there are "three absolute characteristics of ESP courses:
(1) ESP is designed to meet specific needs of the learner; (2) ESP makes use of the underlying methodology and activities of the disciplines it serves; (3) ESP is centered on the language (grammar, lexis, register), skills, discourse and genres appropriate to those activities. And four variable characteristics:
(1) ESP may be related to or designed for specific disciplines; (2) ESP may use, in specific teaching situations, a different methodology from that of 'General English'; (3) ESP is likely to be designed for adult learners; either at a tertiary level institution or in a professional work situation. It could, however, be used for learners at secondary school level; (4) ESP is generally designed for intermediate or advanced students. Most ESP courses assume basic knowledge of the language system, but it can be used with beginners." The advantages of an ESP course, summarized by Dudley-Evans are as follows: (1) It wastes no time, as the course is tailor to the learners' specific needs; (2) It bears certain relevance to the learner; (3) It is successful in teaching content and methodology; and (4) It is cost-effective than "General English" (1998:9)
Curriculum Design and Teaching Practice of ESP at NEEPU
This paper carries out a descriptive case study of an ESP course "Electric Power English" offered in Northeast Electric Power University, which deals with the aspects of curriculum design and teaching practice, reporting the development of a curriculum comprised of English for General Purposes (EGP) courses, bridging EGP courses and ESP courses.
Curriculum Design
In 2017, Northeast Electric Power University (NEEPU) conducted the pilot program of English for Specific Purpose (ESP) Course, on the basis of the Syllabus working as guideline, for non-English majors (enrolled in 2015) of Level A during their fourth semester of College English study.
As the Syllabus indicates, College English is the compulsory course offered for first-and second-year students (non-English majors), for four semesters. Guided by EFL theory and methodology, with access to the Internet and multimedia devices, the teaching content of College English are mainly about English language points, applicable skills and inter-cultural communications, thus cultivating students' comprehensive capabilities. Upon enrollment, students in NEEPU are required to take English tests (modeled from College English Test--Band Four) to check their language proficiency. The scores of their tests will be criteria to divide the students into two levels--Level A and Level B. The students of Level A approximately accounts for a quarter of the overall students. For Level A, emphasis of the course will be laid on high-proficiency of English and communication skills, and self-learning capacity as well, the purpose of which is to cultivate students' language proficiency, communication ability and consciousness of self-study to strengthen their comprehensive artistic appreciation and meet the needs of cooperation in future workplace and social interactions.
Furthermore, to cater for the specific needs of students to communicate more effectively, both from oral and written perspectives, Electric Power English, a course of English for Specific Purpose (ESP), in Spring 2017, has been offered for students of Level A in their fourth semester of College English study period, the main purpose of which is to offer the students some basic knowledge and information concerning English for Electric Power and Engineering. The overall objectives are (1) to let the students grasp a general idea of Electric Engineering and industry; (2) to get the students familiar with basic vocabulary, technical terms and expressions on Electric Power English; (3) to let the students learn and practice reading skills concerning scientific English. The following table illustrates the curriculum of College English for students enrolled in 2015 in NEEPU: As the table shows, the EFL teaching in NEEPU, as a result, is divided into two major branches: English for General Purposes (EGP), that is, College English (I, II, III) and English for Specific English (ESP), that is, Electric Power English.
Teaching Practice
Textbooks. The materials chosen for ESP courses should be introductory and most importantly representative of the real situation of students' target language uses, say, typical genres and language features of major and discipline. (Cai, 2013) As the ESP theory and methodology indicates, teaching materials should fully reflect and manifest the teaching objectives, to cater for the specific needs of learners. Since most of the graduates in NEEPU will work in the field relating to electrical engineering and management, the textbook for Electric Power English course should center on the chief topics. The author, together with a couple of professors and teachers in NEEPU spared no effort to work on selecting appropriate materials for learners, carefully designed and compiled, thus finally finished the task with great satisfaction. As you may see from the following table, the chapters in the book entitled Electric Power English cover most of the fields in electrical engineering and management. As the table indicates, all the materials included are the contents carefully selected to prepare students for their further education and future jobs. The textbook Electric Power English is a learner-centered one, and will definitely boost the acquisition of knowledge and skills requisite for their needs in the future workplace.
Teaching process. The teaching of Electric Power English, covering 16 weeks of the fourth semester, 2 classes per week, has combined traditional teaching in classroom with online communication and discussion. Students are required to fulfill preview assignments, individually or in groups, before each class. A list of questions or a piece of video-clip, usually offering background information, will be distributed to students or each team, which is considered helpful for better understanding of the content of the textbook. During the class, answers to the questions raised ahead of time will be checked. Or questions could also be put forward by students while reading, and the questions could be collected and re-distributed to other groups for collaborative study in class. To cope with the emphasis and difficulties of the content, for example, the working process of thermal power plant, students are encouraged to draw the working diagram initially, and then the right answer will be provided for checking. Besides, communication and discussion is conducted on online platform for further interaction after class. And questions raised by students will be discussed and dealt with anytime during the day. Better understanding and learning efficiency is believed to be achieved both in and out of the class.
Assessment. The assessment of Electric Power English includes formative evaluation and summative evaluation. Formative evaluation, consisting of attendance, performance, assignments, quizzes and online autonomous learning, accounts for 35%; summative evaluation accounts for 75%, among which final quiz counts 65 points. In final quiz, technical terms and reading comprehension concerning electrical engineering will be the main part.
Summary
The value of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) courses lies in the fact that it is in essence a practical educational activity addressing certain specific needs. The study of Electric Power English, from the viewpoint of the author, will definitely lay a good foundation for their further study of academic English in the third year at college. Besides, it will also pave the way for students' future jobs since there is a trend of more and more Chinese electric power companies conducting overseas investments.
